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This month marks 30 years since the first publication of Richard 
Dawkins’ The Selfish Gene. Nigel Williams reports on the celebrations 
and challenges ahead.
Evolution’s unflinching champion“Lying in my tented, muddy 
waterbed, I read it by torchlight 
between half hourly telemetry 
readings. In fact I read it three 
times, very slowly, trying to make 
sense of it all…. But there it was, 
clearly laid out. The good of the 
species was irrelevant! It was 
competition between strategies to 
maximise genetic representation 
that mattered.” Thirty years since 
The Selfish Gene first appeared, 
Andrew Read, professor of 
natural history at the University 
of Edinburgh, recalls his first 
encounter with the book as a young 
field researcher in New Zealand 
studying the seemingly incongruous 
and dangerously threatened 
flightless parrot, the kakapo.
Many other researchers will be 
able to recall where and when they 
first read this remarkable book 
and a new volume*, alongside a 
special 30th anniversary edition 
of The Selfish Gene, presents a 
series of essays, including one by 
Read, marking the impact of this 
book and other, later, works by 
Dawkins. 
Zoologist and science writer 
Matt Ridley recalls his first 
encounter. “It stood out in two 
ways. One was the sheer brilliance 
of the prose. Dawkins’ sentences 
had such rhythm, his words had 
such precision and his thought 
had such order,” he recalls. The 
other exceptional thing about The 
Selfish Gene was its argument, 
which was to many people 
brand new, utterly unexpected, 
deeply unsettling, and yet plainly 
unsettled, he says. “Not only 
could readers feel privy to an 
unfinished debate, but they could 
see the world in a different way.”
The result was that he gave 
laymen a chance to eavesdrop 
on scientific debate in action, 
says Ridley. “I think that is why 
I still recall a sense of slight 
bewilderment when I read the newly published book as a first-
term undergraduate at Oxford. 
Was this chap’s theory right 
or not? Until now my teachers 
had helpfully divided the world 
of science into right and wrong 
ideas. But here, I suddenly 
realized, I was going to have 
to make up my own mind. The 
handrails had gone,” says Ridley. Ridley recounts the shock of the 
revelation about altruism. “Most 
people take it for granted that 
parents are generous with time, 
work and money to their children. 
They do not even stop to wonder 
why. Now came an extraordinary 
explanation of why — instead of 
how — they were so altruistic: 
genes that caused adults to invest 
in their offspring had spread 
within the species at the expense 
of genes that cause indifference. 
In a sense, therefore, our most Enduring: Dawkins’ first book continues to appeal to readers and is published in a new 30th 
anniversary edition with the original cover at £15.99, hardback, from Oxford University Press.
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selfish ones at the level of the gene 
thus, paradoxically, explaining why 
we were not always selfish.”
Read’s excitement for The 
Selfish Gene was fired by the 
seemingly disastrous state of 
the kakapo parrots. He found it 
hard to conceive a conventional 
scenario under natural selection 
that could have led the birds to 
have such low breeding success 
and a lek system that saw only a 
single male occasionally achieving 
mating success.
But after reading the book he 
realised that, just as evolution 
could not have the foresight to 
arrange kakapo to be prepared 
for mammals, it could not arrange 
them to maximise the reproductive 
output of the species. “Individual 
selfish genes were maximising 
their share of the gene pool, even if 
this meant fewer kakapo offspring 
overall,” he says. “The competition 
could result in outcomes that were 
disastrous for all.”
“To be fair, today we still do 
not fully understand the so-called 
‘lek paradox’ for any species, 
let alone the kakapo. But I think 
we all agree that the answer is 
somewhere among the ideas that 
flow from selfish ‘genery’.”
Read, who moved to Oxford 
from New Zealand, found many 
people worldwide involved 
in working out the logical consequences of The Selfish 
Gene, and that in fact many had 
been doing so before the book 
had come out. “Indeed it turned 
out that the intellectual framework 
had already been in the air, but 
The Selfish Gene crystallised it 
and made it impossible to ignore,” 
he says. Not surprisingly, the book 
also attracted criticism but, over 
the years, Dawkins has weathered 
the storms.
But in spite of the great 
influence of the book, and 
Dawkins’ subsequent works on 
evolution, there are many current 
concerns about the present status 
of evolutionary biology.
“My sense is that The Selfish 
Gene had a huge impact among 
evolutionary biologists, ecologists, 
and behaviourists,” says Read. 
“But in biomedicine, the largest 
and most well-funded area of 
biology, selfish genery has had 
negligible impact.” This is in 
part because evolution is largely 
absent from biomedical training, 
and also because evolutionary 
biologists have been slow to leave 
the comfortable natural histories 
of birds and insects for the jargon-
laden natural history of medicine, 
he says.
And there are wider pressures on 
evolutionary biology, mostly from 
fundamental religious quarters, 
challenging the Darwinian legacy. 
Notions of creationism, intelligent design and other challenges 
to evolution are increasingly 
appearing within the public 
domain. Dawkins, in his present 
role as a professor of the public 
understanding of science at Oxford 
is fully engaged in challenging 
these views, but finds the situation 
increasingly frustrating. He 
particularly rails at the easy ride 
religion has over the much harder-
won scientific achievements. We 
treat religion with “a politically 
correct reverence that we do not 
accord to any other institution,” 
he says. “Even secularists talk 
about Jewish, Catholic and Muslim 
children. What they are is children 
of Jewish, Catholic and Muslim 
parents. If you started to talk about 
monetarist or Marxist children 
everyone would consider you 
abusive. Yet for religion we make 
an exception. We are incapable of 
distinguishing between race and 
religion. There is some statistical 
correlation between the two, but 
they are very different entities and 
we shouldn’t allow them to be 
confused.”
 While the religious challenge 
to evolutionary theory is now 
widespread in many areas of 
the United States, in spite of 
legal challenges to its teaching 
in some places, Britain, until 
recently, had escaped this trend. 
But now growing numbers of 
students are willing to lend their 
ear to opponents of evolution, 
demanding a growing response 
from scientists.
So, in spite of a career of 
eloquent writing and argument 
that has won him so many fans, 
for Dawkins the gloves are off. 
But for this anniversary, many 
would wish to celebrate the 
writing. Says Alan Grafen, one 
of the editors of the new book 
on Dawkins: “The Selfish Gene 
was a work of immense scientific 
creativity in 1976, providing the 
conceptual foundations and 
unifying framework of modern 
Darwinian biology, and remains 
unsurpassed, whether by word or 
by mathematics, to this day.” 
*Richard Dawkins: How a Scientist 
Changed the Way We Think. Edited by 
Alan Grafen and Mark Ridley, Oxford 
University Press, £12.99, $25.00. 
ISBN 0 19 929 116 0.
